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The Takeaway © Mosbacher Institute 
Achieving an education in the poorest countries is difficult. 
Both infrastructures and human resources may be lack-
ing, and the demand for education may be low. Moreover, 
the prevailing gender norms may be biased against wom-
en, leading to severe imbalances in access to education 
and higher-return jobs. This brief reports on an interven-
tion consisting in male and female college students visit-
ing elementary schools in Somalia, with the aim of in-
creasing educational aspirations and reducing gender ine-
quality.1 
Children in developing countries face numerous barriers to 
the attainment of education. Depending on the context, school 
attendance may be constrained by lack of physical and human 
resources, high immediate costs, and low expected returns. In 
addition, girls may need to battle traditional social norms that 
WHAT’S THE TAKEAWAY? 
 
Children in fragile countries 
with low female participation 
in education and labor markets 
are unlikely to interact with 
highly educated women. 
 
Exposing children in Somalia to 
female college students had a 
positive impact on both boys’ 
and girls’ attitudes toward 
gender equality. 
 
Being exposed to female, or 
male, college students had no 
impact on children’s 
aspirations to go to college. 
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favor the educational attainment of boys 
over that of girls and limit the range of occu-
pations, if any, that women can aspire to.  
In Somalia, a rarely studied fragile country 
in East Africa, literacy rates are among the 
lowest in the world.2 In 2018, the World 
Bank (2019) estimated a (net) school enroll-
ment rate of 33%, and of 40-48% amongst 
children between the ages of 10 and 19.3 
Girls’ access to secondary and higher educa-
tion is especially low, and reflects the exist-
ence of gender norms that are biased against 
women. As a result, women’s participation 
in the labor force is only 19%, amongst the 
lowest in the world.  
Due to the scarcity of individuals who at-
tained college degrees, it is hard for children 
to come into contact and interact with col-
lege graduates, especially female graduates. 
Yet, previous research has shown that grad-
uates can serve as effective role models4 and 
significantly impact educational choices, es-
pecially of women. Moreover, interacting 
with women who are pursuing higher edu-
cation and have non-stereotypical career 
aspirations may significantly impact the way 
children think about gender roles and gen-
der (in-)equality.  
This brief reports on a study conducted in 
elementary schools in two Somali regions in 
collaboration with Save the Children Soma-
lia5 to test whether exposing children to role 
models, i.e., male or female college students 
coming from similar backgrounds, could sig-
nificantly impact the children’s educational 
aspirations and their attitudes toward gen-
der equality in education and labor market 
participation.  
THE STUDY 
We involved 46 primary schools in two So-
mali regions where Save the Children was 
active at the time of the study. We randomly 
selected 22 schools to receive the role model 
intervention and the remaining schools to 
act as a control group. Within each of the 22 
schools, we involved students enrolled in 
four different grades in the study. We sent 
two role models, one male and one female 
college student, to each school, and we ran-
domly selected which of the four “treated” 
grades would receive a visit from the male 
or the female role model. The role models 
each visited two grades and spent about one 
hour talking about their educational choices, 
the challenges they encountered along the 
way, how they overcame those challenges, 
and what plans they had for their future. The 
role model intervention took place between 
April and May 2018.  
We tested the impact of the role model visits 
by collecting survey data in control and 
treatment schools 6 months after the inter-
vention, i.e., between October and Novem-
ber 2018. The survey was conducted by Save 
The Children and consisted of a small set of 
questions measuring students’ de-
mographics, their educational aspirations 
and their gender attitudes. In particular, to 
measure the latter, we asked students 
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whether they agreed with the following four 
statements:  
1. “More encouragement in a family should 
be given to sons than daughters to go to 
college.” 
2. “It is more important for boys than girls 
to do well in school.” 
3. “Boys are better leaders than girls.” 
4. “Girls should be more concerned with 
becoming good wives and mothers than 
desiring professional or business ca-
reers.”  
We use the answers to these questions to 
construct a Gender Equality Index, which 
ranges from 1 to 4, where 1 indicates atti-
tudes biased toward gender inequality and 4 
indicates gender-equal attitudes. The survey 
was limited to students in grades 5 and up, 
with most schools having 8 grades. A total of 
1,690 students answered all questions in the 
survey, of which 751 were in control schools 
and 939 in treated schools. The surveyed 
students were 14 years old on average, and 
about half of them were girls. In the survey, 
we asked students if they had a female close 
relative, i.e., mother or sister, who went to 
college. Only about 5% answered positively.  
FINDINGS: THE IMPACT OF ROLE  
MODELS  
Six months after the role model interven-
tion, we see no impact of male college stu-
dents nor female college students on boys’ 
and girls’ aspirations to go to college, as 
shown in Figure 1. About 70 percent of sur-
veyed male and female students aspired to 
go to college, no matter whether they were 
in a control school or in a treatment school, 
and no matter whether they were in a grade 
that received a visit from a male or a female 
college student.  
While the role model intervention did not 
impact education aspirations, it did have a 
significant effect on boys’ and girls’ gender 
attitudes. Figure 2 shows that classroom vis-
its by a female role model increased the Gen-
der Equality Index of both male and female 
students. In contrast, visits by male role 
models had no impact on gender attitudes. 
Estimates from regression analysis confirm 
that the visits by female college students 







































































Source: Author’s survey data. 
Figure 2: The Impact of Role Models on 
Children’s Gender Equity Attitudes  
Source: Author’s survey data. 
Figure 1: The Impact of Role Models on 
Children’s Education Aspirations  
by about 0.36 standard deviations, and that 
male and female students were equally im-
pacted. Moreover, while in control schools the 
gender attitudes of girls lean significantly 
more toward equality than those of boys, this 
gender gap disappears among the students 
who were visited by female role models. The 
results are robust when controlling for school 
and student characteristics. 
CONCLUSION 
Overall, we found that a relatively inexpensive 
and easily scalable role model intervention, 
which was implemented in a fragile country 
under difficult logistical circumstances, 
proved extremely effective in shifting chil-
dren’s gender attitudes toward equality, but 
had no impact on education aspirations. It is 
important to note that the effects documented 
in this brief are short-term effects. Further 
endline surveys will aim to test whether the 
effects we saw six months after the role model 
visits persist over time and end up affecting 
the students’ educational choices, career tra-
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